Internationalization in the Field of Higher Education by Yoshikawa Elizabeth
Internationalization in the Field of Higher Education 
 
Elizabeth Yoshikawa 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
Within the realm of higher education (HE) the concept of internationalization has 
become idealized. This idealization however is not uniform, and how internationalization 
ideologies are put into practice varies widely. Influences within HE concerning how 
internationalization ideologies are implemented at different institutions come in various 
forms, yet they all stem from three primary forms of influence within any society and these 
can be described as economic, cultural, and social influences. While these three primary 
forms of influence may shape how an individual higher education institution (HEI) 
internationalizes itself within in its context, there are some common trends amongst these 
primary forms of influence. This analytical paper will address what is meant by the term 
internationalization. This will include how the ideals of internationalization are realized 
through the knowledge society. Intertwined within this analysis, Bourdieu’s theory of 
cultural production will be utilized to illustrate how internationalization is realized within 
HE according to economic, cultural, and social influences. To begin, a simple explanation 
of Bourdieu’ theory of cultural production with regards to the field and capital will be given. 
This will then lead to a discussion of what internationalization is within the knowledge 
society. This provides an analytical basis from which the internationalization of HE will be 
discussed. This paper will end with a short discussion of how this analytical framework can 
be utilized within the context of Japanese HE and provides an explanation of how the 
ideology of internationalization has been adopted. 
 
2. Integrating Bourdieu’s concepts into internationalization and higher education 
 
How we behave in different realms in society involves understanding how context 
influences this behavior. In analyzing the field Bourdieu starts with the individual (Swartz, 
1997). The individual enters into society, which consists of many different spaces such as 
school, work, and friends. These different spaces are what Bourdieu calls ‘fields’. The field 
is comprised of contexts such as social groups, institutions, and workplaces. Each field has 
a habitus. The habitus is both a conscious and an unconscious structure that informs how we 
behave within a specific field. The habitus is more than just an individual’s values it is also 
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an individual’s understanding of the world around them, and it is shaped through social 
interaction. The habitus has a dialectical relationship within different fields (settings). This 
relationship is shaped through social interaction, however this is also influenced on different 
forms of influence, which Bourdieu refers to as capital. There are three forms of capital. 
First, there is economic capital, which is the power an individual has over economic 
resources such as assets or money within a specific field. Secondly, there is cultural capital, 
which is equated to knowledge, experience, or connections which enable an individual to 
successfully interact within a specific field. Thirdly, social capital is the resources available 
to an individual within the field and these are based on group membership, relationships or 
networks of influence and support. The social capital facilitates effective functioning within 
a specific field. Combined, these three forms of capital transform into symbolic capital and 
inform individuals how to behave in different fields. The symbolic capital equates to the 
unspoken and spoken rules that guide behavior in specific fields. This is an automatic 
process which happens when an individual enters into a specific field. The rules that bind 
each field also influence the behavior and positions of individuals within specific fields. 
These rules, and how they influence behavior, are influenced by both past and present 
experiences. As fields continually grow and change, so do the rules; the rules are dynamic. 
The field represents abstract ideas about society and social interaction. Society is a 
rule bound place and these rules vary according to position and the specifics of the field. 
The individual’s position within a specific field and the resources available to them, as 
realized in the three forms of capital, vary according to the field they are in at a specific 
time. This is where Bourdieu’s theories of the field become of importance. Through the 
boundaries given to how abstract ideals are put into social practice, they can thus become 
measurable. In this process we can observe abstracts which are conceptualized in terms of 
the habitus within a specific field and its capital (Swartz, 1997). This paper is concerned 
with the field of HE, and within this, the subfield of the internationalization of HE. 
Bourdieu’s theories will be used to analyze how the habitus and the forms of symbolic 
capital influence the development and practice of the internationalization of HE in Japan. 
This therefore necessitates defining what internationalization is, and within this, what the 
knowledge society is. These two concepts both influence how Japanese HEIs are 
internationalizing themselves and the various forms of symbolic capital available to them.  
 
3. Internationalization and the knowledge society 
 
The internationalization of HE has typically been defined through experience. Here 
experience is most commonly realized as study abroad programs. These programs are 
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common forms of internationalization by a HEI as they are controllable and their success 
can be easily measured with the completion of the program (Yonezawa, 2011). 
Incorporating ideals of internationalization within the general curricula takes significantly 
more time. As Yonezawa (2011) explains it requires ideological changes in the values 
attached to the learning of a subject. The idea that internationalization is realized through an 
experience exemplifies that internationalization is contextually influenced through the 
social construction of the teaching/ learning environment (McKenzie, 2008). Furthermore it 
exemplifies that this can be realized through activities between two different countries' 
educational systems (Teichler, 2004) such as through exchange programs, or through the 
hiring of foreign instructors at a HEI (Clarke et al., 2009). Accordingly, the 
internationalization of HE can be defined as educational reforms develop specifically so that 
students can benefit from the wider knowledge society. Here, the process of incorporating 
internationalization ideologies within a HEI would involve both economic and social capital 
resources: economic capital in terms of the financial resources to develop programs 
incorporating the experiences of internationalization, and social capital in terms of the 
knowledge, as a resource, to develop such programs.  
The process of internationalizing curricula equates to idealizing and generalizing 
what an internationalized knowledge is within the ‘knowledge society’. Devos (2003) 
presents the idea that knowledge is a discourse. Using Foucault as her backdrop, Devos 
(2003) suggests that knowledge is comprised of the normalization of concepts and theories 
within a specified boundary. This would then suggest that there is a power structure which 
is used to legitimize the normalization of knowledge. While Devos (2003) suggests the 
media, with regards to internationalization it is also important to consider market forces, 
political structures, as well as social forces. This is where Devos’ (2003) use of Foucault to 
define knowledge is useful as it establishes a plain for comparison and competition. Here, to 
have a common globalized knowledge, as could be implied by the term the ‘knowledge 
society’ would then set the ground for cooperation between different institutions who are 
attempting to develop inter-university program exchanges as well as provide a level from 
which competition could grow. Competition here refers to achieving a specific edge over 
other universities, whether they are in Europe, Asia, America, or in developed or emerging 
economies. Consistent with Bourdieu’s conceptualization of the field, competition refers to 
power within social capital. This power is realized through discourse in program 
development with issues regarding teaching and learning at the center of focus. In this 
respect, power evolves with competition through the discourse of developing programs of 
excellence which, if successful, feed into the social capital resources of a HEI.  
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 Recently however, the ideal of what knowledge is has shifted away from the notion 
of knowledge as a discourse. The focus of knowledge is commonly addressed by many as if 
it is connected with ‘skills’ and an ‘ability’ to assimilate and conform to situations as 
dictated by the market economy (Barnett, 2004; Hitlin & Piliavin, 2004; McCaffery, 2010). 
It is here that Bloland’s (2005) point that access to knowledge is not necessarily equated 
with being able to use that knowledge accurately or appropriately is of importance. Having 
a questioning and quizzical mind is not the issue here. The issue is the lack of critical 
thinking skills to question the sources of knowledge and the guidance needed to develop 
those skills. The tension of what knowledge is and in particular the development of 
knowledge is concerned with how access to knowledge has had both negative and positive 
effects in the postmodernist world. More significantly, HE is no longer viewed as the ivory 
tower of knowledge creation and control of knowledge creation - the power source. Nor is 
knowledge understood as stemming solely from within HE. As the knowledge society 
develops, it influences changes not only within HE but also in society and the role of the 
knowledge society in the global market. This change in the role of the knowledge society is 
influencing the social capital of HE. As the role of HE changes, the social capital of HE is 
changing in terms of how political and pedagogical ideologies within HE are discussed and 
understood by society.  
The shift in the social capital in HE can be understood by the purpose of HE within 
society. The social role of HE increasingly has moved away from the development of a 
philosophical knowledge to becoming a service with the goal to provide students with 
vocational skills. Education has become a tool for industry through marketing, training, and 
accountability (Strohl, 2006). In this situation, knowledge has become objectified as a skill. 
This has lead to the argument that what the knowledge society is depends upon context. 
Kehm and Teichler (2007) assess the knowledge society in three dimensions. First as a basis 
for work: what knowledge is required to complete a job satisfactorily. This is therefore 
related to employability. The generation of knowledge is the concern of the second 
dimension. This would typically be through research. The movement of knowledge is the 
third point raised by Kehm and Teichler (2007). This movement is not through the 
movement of people but rather through access to programs. This interpretation of what the 
knowledge society is, is at the expense of a pedagogical structure which should be 
concerned with teaching and learning. An assessment of what internationalization is within 
HE would indicate that it often focuses on organizational and administrative aspects. 
However, if the curricula were to be added to this mix then this assessment would most 
likely find that the curricula focuses on content and learning outcomes. The curriculum has 
been idealized and expressed in general terms in the same way that knowledge has.  
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Knowledge can be conceptualized in Bourdieu’s theory of cultural production. In the 
conceptualization of the habitus of HE and the actualization of symbolic capital within the 
field, ultimately knowledge is shaped by three principle factors. First, how knowledge is 
defined within a given social setting is contextual. The second point is concerned with 
acceptance, specifically, who has the power to accept knowledge as mainstream or not. 
Lastly, knowledge is not stationary. Rather knowledge is mobile, crossing the boundaries 
between nations. These three points lead to a conclusion that knowledge is concerned with 
relationships. With regards to the relationship between the knowledge society and HE, the 
economy has to be considered. If we combine this with what McCaffery (2010) calls the 
vocationalization of HE where students are increasingly entering programs geared for 
employment with specific jobs, then it appears as if the knowledge society is geared 
towards economic demands. To fulfill these economic demands necessitates educating 
students with adequate problem solving skills, leadership skills, and communications skills. 
Yet in a market economy, which is globally influenced, this also necessitates a 
standardization within the educational system. Having this basis for understanding 
knowledge then facilitates a deeper analysis of the effects of internationalization within the 
boundaries of HE.  
 
4. Playing the Field of the Internationalization of Higher Education 
 
4.1 Development within the field of Japanese higher education 
In the development of programs at HEIs, and at a higher level, the development of 
educational policies, leaders in HE must understand the role of adopting internationalization 
ideologies within the field of HE. This necessitates acknowledging that the purpose of HE is 
changing in response to influences from the international marketplace. This has lead to a 
struggle for many HEIs to define what their institution represents not only in educational 
terms, but also within their context in terms of the values that are placed on having a HE. In 
this light Altbach and Knight (2007) provide a useful definition of the internationalization 
of HE as “policies and practices undertaken by academic institutions … to cope with the 
global academic environment” (p. 290). Here practices that need to be addressed within the 
conceptualization of internationalization should include mobility (Altbach & Knight, 2007), 
how internationalization influences prospective careers (Clarke et al., 2009), cost, in terms 
of finances and time (Daly, 2011), and how the experience prepares students for lifelong 
learning (Bartell, 2003). At the most basic level these practices must address the cultural 
capital of HE through how an internationalized learning experience influences the learner 
and what the learner obtains from the experience.  
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Curriculum development symbolizes the formation of cultural capital in HE. The 
internationalization of the HE is typically through experiences which aim to improve 
students’ cross-cultural learning and enhance their understanding of the knowledge society 
overall. The reality of this is that the ideals of internationalization are typically linked to 
specific programs. This fundamentally translates to program exchanges. However, these 
programs have been criticized as being short-term experiences that benefit a select few 
(Daly, 2011). Conversely, Altbach and Knight (2007) and Bartell (2003) place the 
responsibility of internationalization in the hands of the university administration, not on the 
program developers. This would represent both an economic and social capital goal, where 
the reputation of having the resources, which enable the development of exchange programs 
of excellence, in turn increases the economic capital of a HEI. Accordingly, the process of 
internationalization involves a balancing of the different forms of capital within a HEI. 
While a HEI must follow educational policies, it must do so in such a way that it balances 
the economic capital of the financial returns of a program with the social capital of 
resources and the cultural capitals in the quality of education. The push for promoting the 
internationalization of universities is economically driven. However if the aim is to improve 
student’ cross-cultural learning and enhance their understanding of the knowledge society, 
the economic capital also requires both cultural capital, in the form of knowledge, and 
social capital in the form of social resources, such as networking, to contribute to the overall 
development of a HEIs’ programs.  
 
4.2 The Internationalization of Japanese Higher Education 
In order for Japan to compete both in the global economic society and in the 
knowledge-based society, its HEIs must adopt internationalization ideologies. What follows 
is a very brief account of how Japanese HE is internationalizing. This brief account 
highlights how the different capitals in Bourdieu’s theory of cultural production are 
dependent upon each other when incorporating the ideology of internationalization with HE.  
The Japanese government is trying to facilitate the adoption of internationalization 
ideologies through curricula changes and the initial policy of the Global 30 program. At the 
suggestion of the Council on Economic and Fiscal Policy (2008), the government initially 
selected thirty universities to be the focus of adopting the ideals of internationalization 
within HE in Japan. However, this was later reduced to thirteen universities due to budget 
cuts (Birmingham, 2012). This is a direct example of the economic constraints that 
governments together with HEIs face. Furthermore, it suggests that the economic capital 
available to internationalize HE is limited and this curtails how individual HEIs are able to 
adopt the ideals of internationalization within their structure. On the other hand, other 
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factors such as the perception of Japanese universities on the world market, may have also 
contributed to this reduction. The top worldwide ranking Japanese university is The 
University of Tokyo at a world ranking of 23. The second top worldwide ranking Japanese 
university is Kyoto University at a world ranking of 59 according to the Times Higher 
Education ranking system (2014-2015). These international rankings are significant in the 
field of HE, as they indicate that outside of Japan and the Asian region, the social capital 
attributed to HEIs at a worldwide level is different from that of a national level social 
capital. Furthermore, Yonezawa (2010) is critical of the suggestion that these institutions 
can aim to get a higher world ranking score. To gain a higher world ranking would 
necessitate both ideological and structural changes in the Japanese HE system, which 
Yonezawa (2010) suggests cannot be achieved only through increasing the number of 
exchange students. Increasing the number of foreign exchange students attending Japanese 
universities as full-time students in a four-year undergraduate course is limited as these 
students must have a knowledge of the Japanese language. Language barriers limit the 
number of foreign students some countries can attract (Altbach, 1989). Furthermore as 
Yonezawa, Akiba and Hirouchi (2009) suggest, many foreign students in Japan come from 
developing countries. They explain that Japan’s stance on increasing foreign students at its 
HEIs means that these students require support in terms of scholarships or other public 
funding (p. 138). What these authors are implying is that this support comes in some form 
from the Japanese government. However, the internationalization of HEIs requires an 
ideological change and this cannot only be achieved through admitting foreign students. 
Nor can it be achieved only through adopting exchange programs for home students. What 
this brief outlines presents in terms of Bourdieu’s theory of cultural production is that the 
economic capital of adopting internationalization ideologies is typically achieved through 
quick fixes to internationalization. This inhibits the cultural capital of developing curricula 
which incorporates internationalization ideologies. Furthermore the emphasis on the 
economic capital development also inhibits the social capital of fostering a wealth of 
resources enabling internationalization as a force of change within the field of HE and 
internationalization. Subsequently, this imbalance is limiting how internationalization 
ideologies are being adopted by Japanese HEIs. 
 What the above argument suggests is that internationalization is primarily an 
economic force within the field of HE. This force, however, cannot only be attributed to an 
economic capital, it must also be connected to context - the combination of social and 
cultural capitals which also influence how internationalization is being realized. In the 
above example it appears as if only two of the three key points regarding the actualization 
of Bourdieu’s symbolic capital within the field of HE as shaped through knowledge society 
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are partially being met here. The move to adopt internationalization ideologies at HEIs 
represents an understanding that to be an international player within the global community 
requires an economic workforce versed with the skills required in the knowledge society. 
This has subsequently fuelled some changes in the curricula. However, these cultural capital 
changes are primarily limited to the experience of exchange programs. The greatest 
imbalance of Bourdieu’s capitals lies with the social capital and the movement of 
knowledge. Exchange programs are criticized, as they are limited experiences for only a 
few students (Clarke et al., 2009). Furthermore, as many foreign students have insufficient 
Japanese language abilities, language barriers limit the number of exchange students 
entering Japanese HEIs. The development of the G30 institutions with programs specifically 
geared towards foreign students to overcome language barriers has further channeled many 
foreign students towards these HEIs and thus further limited the experience of 
internationalization to a select few HEIs. As the movement of knowledge is strongly 
connected to access to programs (Kehm & Teichler, 2007), increasingly internationalization 
is being realized in the HE system through program development (Altbach & Knight, 2007). 
What this would suggest is that context is of great importance. While Japanese HEIs are 
clearly attempting to implement an internationalization ideology within their systems, the 
infrastructure to support this change is insufficiently developed. Thus the social capital 
force is weak. However, as Bourdieu’s theory outlines, how a habitus develops is directly 
related to its field; this is contextual. The habitus provides a structure of the social world 
and at the same time is structured by the social world. Thus, how a HEI is able to 
internationalize itself is dependent on how the central stakes within HE combine and are 
enacted within the field. The development of the habitus within the internationalization of 
HE is constrained by the relationship and interaction of the different forms of capital. The 
field of the internationalization of HE is a reflection of social structures of the world of HE. 
Therefore, if internationalization is to develop as an ideology within Japanese HE, it cannot 
merely be a process adopted through economic and cultural capitals. It must be integrated 
amongst all the symbolic capitals.  
 
5. Summary 
 
The assessment of the internationalization of HE is typically done through an 
economic perspective. This perspective limits an understanding of how change should occur 
so that the change is integrated within the HEI’s institutional culture rather than merely 
being adopted. Using Bourdieu’s theory of cultural production, it was shown that while the 
economic capital to adopt internationalization ideologies within HE is strong, the cultural 
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and social capitals have received less attention. This may be due to the fact that while 
economic capital is easily acknowledged, social and cultural capitals are not always 
acknowledged because they are associated with ideals which are more difficult to define 
and to measure. However, when social and cultural capitals are attached to values within the 
knowledge society, these forms of capital then have distinct boundaries which can be 
defined. As shown in the analysis above, the primary capital force behind the 
internationalization of Japanese HEIs is the economic capital. This imbalance has lead to a 
situation where internationalization ideologies are merely being adapted within the HE 
setting. In order to create a situation where these ideologies are integrated within the HEI’s 
system it is necessary to increase both the cultural and social capital through greater 
curriculum development and networking between HEIs, beyond the experience of an 
exchange program. This furthermore requires creating a social value of internationalization 
beyond that of its economic value, where it is seen as a resource within the knowledge 
society. Unless there is a balance between the three forms of capital which comprise of 
Bourdieu’s symbolic capital, the extent to which internationalization ideologies are 
integrated within Japanese HE will remain limited and their overall effectiveness would be 
questionable.  
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